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Chapter VI
THE WOMEN'S NATIONAL HEALTH ASSOCIATION
The public as a whole were very reluctant to accept that phthisis was an infection.
They viewed it as a 'decline' and their livinq conditions continued to encourage
the spread of the disease. It was in order to educate
them that the Women's National Health Association
was formed in 1907, having 'as their first and
foremost duty to take part in the fight against the
appalling ravages of tuberculosis in Ireland'.
They determined to hold a tuberculosis exhibition.
They first formed a special committee of doctors,
and of ladies and gentlemen who had experience of
the 'subject'. They enlisted the enthusiastic support
of Lady Aberdeen, wife of the then Lord Lieutenant
(Fig 6). The exhibition took place in Dublin from
12 October 1907 until the end of November. It
caused a great deal of interest and crowded
audiences came to listen to the lectures and to see
the exhibits. Encouraged by this success, they
decided to duplicate their exhibition so as to be able
to have a northern and southern circuit, which visited
towns in both the north and south of Ireland.
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Fi 6 Lad Aberdeen 9 * Y ,
President of the Women's
National Health Association.
The committee recruited the most distinaiuished
medical men of the day to come and give lectures. At their first exhibition in
Dublin they had Sir William Osler, then Regius Professor of Medicine in the
University of Oxford (Fig 7); Sir Robert Matheson, Registrar General for Ireland;
R F Tobin, Surgeon to St Vincent's Hospital, Dublin; Dr Lawson, Medical
Superintendent, Nordrach on Dee Sanatorium, Banchory, North Britain;
Professor Lindsay, Professor of Medicine, Queen's College, Belfast, and Sir John
Byers, Professor of Midwifery, Queen's College, Belfast (Fig 8).
Fig 7. SirWilliam Osler 1848 1919 a speaker
at the first Tuberculosis Exhibition in Dublin
(from a photograph in 1908).
Fig 8. Sir John Byers, Professor of Midwifery,
Queen's College, Belfast.The exhibition brought home to the Irish people the knowledge that tuberculosis
was not a mysterious affliction running in families, a manifestation of God's will to
be accepted with Christian resignation, but an easily preventable and avoidable
infection. The audience must have been astonished to hear how a favourite cow
could have destroyed their children or grandchildren. To hear that the tubercle
bacillus could continue to lurk in the bedrooms in which sufferers from phthisis
had died, waiting for another victim, was almost beyond belief.
They heard about these infected rooms and infected houses from Professor E P
Culverwell, of Trinity College Dublin: 'In 1874 a family entered a house; the
mother died of consumption. They left the house and were followed by another
family, who were previously healthy. The father, mother and one son died of
consumption. The next family arrived; father and two sons died of consumption,
the mother became consumptive, a child developed hip disease, and another
became extremely scrofulous. A fourth family arrived, all healthy. The mother
became consumptive and two children died from "tubercular inflammation ofthe
brain". During all this period the dwelling was never vacant. A new family entered
when the previous one left. The building was never painted or cleaned out.
'A village carpenter lived in a detached healthy cottage with a family ofthree sons
and two daughters "all most well conducted and sober". The two eldest sons
shared an attic room. The eldest died of consumption when aged about twenty-
three. The second died of it a year or two later. The room was then unoccupied
until the third son grew up, when he moved up into it. After a short time he also
fell into consumption and died of it in a year or two. The attic was then unused for
a considerable time. Finally the son of one of the daughters - a boy of about ten
- came to live with his grandparents. When he was about fifteen he was given
the attic room to sleep in. When he was about seventeen he fell into consumption
and died. None of those who lived downstairs took the disease. The old father
and mother were strong healthy people and lived to old age. Neither of the
daughters was consumptive'.
From the President of the Royal College of Surgeons of Ireland, Mr J Lentaigne,
they heard about infected cows: 'Seventeen years ago when our knowledge of
tuberculosis was very vague I rented a cottage and farm seven miles from Dublin.
I was anxious to get a pure milk supply for my children and the landlord gave me
the option of taking over a very fine cow which had been on the farm and which
was supplying milk for his herd and the herd's family. I noticed that the first thing
the herd did was to milk one of the cow's spins so that the first tablespoonful of
milk fell on the floor of the byre. The herd explained that "this is a bad spin -
there is a little corruption in it". When I examined thespilled milk I found it largely
composed of pus evidently coming from an abscess of the udder. I told the herd
that this milk was unfit for human consumption but he disregarded my warning
and continued to give it to his children. The herd had four healthy children. The
first child, a daughter aged ten, developed consumption of the lungs and died.
The second boy developed tuberculosis of one knee which I operated on and he
recovered, with a stiff knee. A second sister required an operation for a
tuberculous hip. The parents refused operation and removed the child from
hospital. She became a helpless invalid having to be wheeled about in a
perambulator. A fourth child developed tuberculosis but recovered'.
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Fig 9. The caravan named Eire which travelled throughout the south and west of Ireland in 1907.
Fig 10. The second caravan, named the Phoenix, successor to the Eire which was destroyed by fire.
When the exhibition closed, the Committee purchased a horse-drawn caravan
which they named Eire (Fig 9). This carried diagrams, charts, pictures, literature
for distribution, pathological exhibits, a limelight lantern with slides for illustrating
lectures - even a gramophone to enliven proceedings. The crew of this
peripatetic exhibition consisted of a young medical lecturer, Mr J O'Connor, who
spoke both Irish and English, Miss Manderson, a cooking teacher and
demonstrator, MrFitzpatrick thecustodian, who sleptinthevan, and Cunningham
the driver. In addition Mrs Margaret Molloy acted as advance agent. The van
travelled all over the south and west of Ireland; its journeys were chronicled by
Mr O'Connor. It was burned down at one stage, and its successor was aptly
named the Phoenix, which continued travelling (Fig 10). Mr O'Connor recorded
that 'Miss Manderson delivered one hundred and twenty-five lectures and I two
hundred and eleven'. They visited on the tour one hundred and thirty-five places
and there was a total attendance of one hundred and five thousand, five hundred.
Mr O'Connor also recored that his throat was sore. It was a disability received in a
very good cause.
26When the Exhibition closed in Dublin it came up to the north, at first to Belfast,
then to Lisburn and finally to Lurgan. In Belfast it was sited in the Old Town Hall
in Victoria Street. It began on 7 December 1907, and a great deal of interest was
aroused, reported at length in the local papers, especially the Northern Whig.
Lectures were given each night in the old Council Chamber. There were models
of various sanatoria with panoramic views of the work done. Chalets and shelters
available for home nursing were demonstrated. There were large diagrams on the
walls showing the Registrar General's returns of the death rate from tuberculosis.
In the smaller rooms other exhibits were shown. There were tuberculous lungs,
kidneys, udders, and a roast of tuberculous meat, all this reinforced by a
photographic display. There were X -rays of tuberculous lungs, the attention of
the visitors being directed by a large arrow to 'a cavity in a diseased lung, the lung
tissuehaving been eatenaway'. Thecitizens must havefounditall most horrifying.
There was even a tuberculous cow on display. This resulted in a letter to the
editor ofthe Northern Whig, which complained that after the exhibition closed the
cow was sold and 'sent to Scotland - presumably to supply milk for human
consumption'. The editor replied that 'the cow had been borrowed by the
Veterinary Section for the purposes of the exhibition, and at the close of the
exhibition was sent back to the owner. With this the responsibilities of the
promoters of the exhibition in connection with the animal ceased'.
The evening lectures were given by various eminent men. They were:
Sir Douglas Powell (Bart), MD, KCVO, President ofthe Royal CollegeofSurgeons
in England
Dr John McCaw, President of the Ulster Medical Society
Sir Robert Matheson, LLD, Registrar General of Ireland
Professor Sinclair, FRCS, Professor of Surgery, Queen's University, Belfast
Dr Lawson, Medical Superintendent, Banchory Sanatorium
Dr William Davison, Technical Institute, Belfast
Professor Mottram, FRCVS, Principal, Royal Veterinary College, Dublin
Professor Lindsay, MD, FRCP, Professor ofMedicine, Queen's University, Belfast
Mr A Sayers, Technical Institute, Belfast
Dr William Calwell
Professor Symmers, Professor of Pathology, Queen's University, Belfast
Dr Howard Sinclair.
The Honorary Secretaries were DrThomas Houston and DrJohnMacllwaine. The
lectures were very thoroughly reported and must have reached a wide audience.
The Lord Lieutenant and the Countess of Aberdeen attended all the meetings in
the North of Ireland. The Countess of Aberdeen, who was interested in forming
more branches ofthe Women's National Health Association, as well as promoting
a knowledge of tuberculosis, was no figurehead. Her speech in Belfast was
reported in the Northern Whig. In it she repeated the message for the control of
tuberculosis in the community:
i. The disease must be notifiable.
ii. There must be stringent regulations concerning the sale of food and milk.
iii. Children must be medically examined.
iv. County and Borough Councils must be empowered to run clinicsin hospitals
and dispensaries.
All of these measures are commonplace today. When the exhibition closed on
7 December, 43,000 people had visited it.
27 CHAPTER VIThe exhibition moved to Lisburn. It opened at 3 pm on Monday 18 December
1907, and at first it was held in the dining hall of Messrs W Barbour & Sons.
Arrangements were made for all the work force to attend. The following day it
was transferred to the dining hall of the Island Spinning Company, the next day to
the Lisburn Assembly Rooms. The proceedings were reported at length in the Lisburn Mail: 'The day is breaking on the long night of ignorance, disease, and
death which has brooded over the land since somewhere back in the far past
consumption established itself asan indigenous disease in Ireland. But, yesterday,
everyone regarded this dire malady as an unavoidable and non -infectious
disease, which, when once declared, must inevitably slay its victim; and, today, it
not only stands revealed as an infectious disease, which, like all others, may be
prevented from communicating itself from individual to individual, but as an
absolutely curable one up to a certain stage; while it is being clearly demonstrated
that by the adoption of certain measures the disease is really radicable from the
nation. What a revelation is here, and what can effectually retard the indicated
public reforms which alone are essential for the security of the public health! The
importance ofthe exhibition now in Lisburn it is impossible to over -estimate, for,
although the exhibits might conveniently be shown in a hall of not great
dimensions, they embody the most vivid, interesting, and valuable object-lesson
that has ever been presented to the public. By the holding of the exhibition here
an admirably effective education on a most vital subject is offered free to every
member of the community, and it is hoped that the public will be thoroughly
awakened to the adequate sense of their responsibilities in relation to it'.
On 11 January 1908 the exhibition was opened in the Lurgan Town Hall, where
the same riveting specimens were displayed, and lectures were given each
evening. The proceedings, reported in the Portadown Weekly News, were clearly
a source of great interest. There are no records of the numbers of people who
attended the exhibition in Lisburn and L'urgan, but there must have been many
hundreds, and no doubt the Countess of Aberdeen must have persuaded many
local ladies to join the Women's National Health Association. The exhibition
lasted for a week.
It is difficult to realise from reading statistics the human misery and devastation
which this, then mysterious, affliction caused, so many years ago. The Lisburn
Mail reported from a speech by Sir Robert Matheson: 'Some time ago my eldest
daughter, then staying in Belfast, received a letter from a soldier in theInniskilling
Fusiliers, on foreign service, asking her to go and see his sweetheart, as he feared
something was wrong, having written three times to her and received no reply.
She went. It was in a poor neighbourhood inhabited by factory workers. The door
was opened by a haggard looking girl, evidently far gone in phthisis. On enquiring
for the young woman, the girl replied sadly, "You mean my sister, she died a
month ago from consumption". She then asked her visitor to enter. The house
was poor, but very clean. She seemed pleased to have an opportunity for a little
talk, as far as her racking cough permitted. She spoke of her sister, and then said,
"My brother is ill too, but he still tries to keep at his work as he is our only
support". My daughter was deeply moved by this touching story, and suggested
to the poor girl that change of air might do her good. She looked up wistfully and
said "I couldn't leave my brother alone, and besides, where could I go to". Her
visitor said she would call again, to which she gave the sad reply, "I shall be glad
to see you if I am still here".
'A few years ago I made the acquaintance of a young girl to whom I was able to
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render a service. Shortly afterwards she married, and I lostsight ofher. About two
years passed by when I received a letter from her sister, begging me to go and see
her at once in the country where she was dying. When I arrived at the station her
heart-broken husband met me sobbing and crying. The White Plague had
entered their pretty little cottage and laid hands on his dear one. In the emaciated
form lying there, I hardly recognised the young woman whom I had seen so
shortly before in the bloom of health and strength. Two brief months had done
the terrible work, and in a few days after my visit she passed away'. Such
experiences as this must have been familiar enough to his audience, but less
so to us.
This crusade, as it was called, and crusade it was, brought home to the people of
Ireland, north and south, the true nature of tuberculosis, that it was an infection
which could be avoided, and, at least in its early stages, cured. It was the first
attempt which had been made to inform and educate the public, and it was most
successful.